
For more than 30 years, Ecology Project International and 
Pacuare Reserve in Costa Rica have provided hands-on 
science education, wildlife research, and conservation 
service opportunities to visitors and the local community. 

Pacuare Reserve holds one of the most important nesting 
beaches in the world for the threatened leatherback sea 
turtle. In 2021, our staff, students, and volunteers were 
able to reduce illegal harvest of sea turtle eggs to the 
lowest rates yet—out of 665 nests monitored, less than 1% 
were lost.

PACUARE RESERVE
2021 HIGHLIGHTS

SEA TURTLE CONSERVATION ON THE CARIBBEAN COAST

10,000+ STUDENTS AND TEACHERS SINCE 2000

30+ YEARS OF CONSERVATION

2,500+ PROTECTED SPECIES OF 
ANIMALS AND PLANTS

After a year of pandemic isolation, Pacuare Reserve 
engaged 819 local and visiting students & teachers, 
volunteers, ecotourists, research assistants, and interns. 
Importantly, the Reserve also employed 17 local 
individuals with jobs in a remote and economically 
disadvantaged region. RESEARCH ASSISTANT CATALINA CHAPPUZEAU ROLDÁN 

MEASURES LEATHERBACK HATCHLINGS BEFORE RELEASE

Leadership in Leatherback Conservation 
For more than 30 years, researchers, students, and volunteers 
at Pacuare Reserve have monitored and protected the females, 
nests, and hatchlings of the endangered Northwest Atlantic 
sub population of leatherback sea turtle from illegal harvest 
and the effects of climate change. 

The Reserve’s community 
education programs have 
helped reduce illegal 
harvest of sea turtle eggs 
from 95% in 1991 to less 
than 1% this year. Four 
years ago, Pacuare Reserve 
Research Coordinator 
Claudio Quesada 
Rodríguez also began 
constructing hatcheries 
with the help of volunteers, 
moving and cleaning 

6,500 cubic feet of sand annually, in which to relocate nests 
threatened by beach erosion and higher sand temperatures.
 

The Reserve now safeguards an estimated 60% of nesting 
female leatherback sea turtles in Costa Rica, and is the only 
site in Costa Rica showing stability in the number of nesting 
females from year to year.

Methods & Outcomes
During the nesting season, 
researchers and volunteers 
walk nearly four miles of 
beach every night, seeking 
nesting females to monitor 
and to evaluate the safety 
of their nest site. Relocated 
nests at the hatcheries 
are monitored every 20 
minutes at night, to check 
for hatchlings and record 
their biometric data before 
they are released into the ocean.

In 2021, sea turtle eggs in Pacuare Reserve’s 
hatcheries this year experienced a 71% hatching 
success rate—more than triple that of natural nests.

29,316 LEATHERBACK, GREEN, & 
HAWKSBILL HATCHLINGS RELEASED

665 NESTS PROTECTED

17,349 MILES WALKED TO MONITOR  
NESTING FEMALES
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PACUARE RESERVE
2021 HIGHLIGHTS

Jaguars and Prey Monitoring Program
Pacuare Reserve may represent a critical link in habitat 
connectivity for at least three Central American feline 
species—the jaguar, the ocelot, and the puma. With Panthera 
Costa Rica and Coastal Jaguar Conservation, we are analyzing 
the footage from our camera traps to better understand at which 
stages of life felines are using the Reserve, as well as their habitat 
and prey choices, in order to best continue to protect them.

Primate Ethology
The white-faced capuchin, howler, 
and endangered spider monkey 
(pictured) are among the most 
abundant and visible mammals at 
the Reserve. This year, our research 
has focused on eight different 
troops of these primates in order to 
better understand their biological 
corridors and food sources.

Agami Heron Breeding & Nesting Colony
Pacuare Reserve is seasonal home to the only known nesting 
colony of the agami heron in North and Central America. The 
Reserve has partnered with experts from the IUCN to share 
information to help declare the agami heron as endangered. This 
year, three research assistants and an intern monitored 259 adult 
agami herons, 112 nests, and 203 successfully fledged chicks.

4,275 HATCHLINGS RELEASED

204 MANGROVE RESTORATION
HOURS

13% IMPROVEMENT IN 
ENVIRONMENTAL LITERACY

R E S E A R C H & E D U C A T I O N

Centro Científico Tropical
One Hand
Planet Zota
UESPRA Costa Rica

To partner with or 
donate to EPI, please visit 
our website at: 
www.ecologyproject.org.
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Pacuare Reserve is a uniquely forested 2,000-acre tract 
of land amidst the fragmented landscape of Costa Rica’s 
Caribbean coast. The Reserve is a haven for thousands of 
animal and plant species, including at least three Central 
American feline species and more than 200 bird species. 
The presence each of these species gives rise to new 
scientific partnerships and increased global knowledge of 
restoration and conservation of tropical ecosystems. 

As part of Ecology Project International, Pacuare Reserve 
is dedicated to using its rich biodiversity to inspire and 
empower local and international conservation leadership 
through educational programs, ecotourism, research 
assistantships, and internships.

ONE HUNDRED PERCENT OF AGAMI HERON NESTS AT PACUARE RESERVE 
SUCCESSFULLY PRODUCED CHICKS 

RESTORATION & EDUCATION
Reforestation Projects
Many native flora have returned to Pacuare Reserve since its 
deforestation for ranching 70 years ago, and our staff and 
researchers are working to restore the full biodiversity of 
the region. This season, we received and planted 600 native 
fruit and nut tree seedlings from the Special Unit for Animal 
Protection and Rescue (UESPRA Costa Rica) to support the 
numerous animal species who live here.

Careers in Conservation
Each year, Pacuare Reserve provides opportunities for 
local and international college students to develop their 
research skills through up to 22 research assistantships and 
internships. Half of these positions were filled by students 
from Latin America this year, who provided critical support 
for collecting data on key species at the Reserve.

FUNDERS PARTNERS

COVID-19
Ecology Project International has remained commited to the 
protection of sea turtles and other wildlife at Pacuare Reserve 
during the pandemic. In 2021, Pacuare Reserve actually achieved 
the highest level of sea turtle nest protection yet—only 0.75% lost 
to illegal harvest. Our work resulted in two papers published in the 
scientific journal, Biological Conservation.

We are also incredibly proud of our human safety record. Only 
one visitor was recorded with COVID-19, and staff helped them 
safely and successfully quarantine on site. 

We are grateful to our students, staff, and volunteers, and 
especially to our supporting funders who have allowed us to 
continue to provide leadership in conservation during and 
beyond the pandemic.
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